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Theory of the Transcendental: An Analysis of the Word “Transcendental” in Liszt’s 
Etudes 
Extended Abstract 
 
In order to bring a level of complex musicality into any performance, professional 
musicians must complete extensive research on the songs and pieces being presented.  
This is a common performance practice because of the need for accurate technical and 
musical interpretation of each work.  This research may include score reading related to 
the historical time period, information about the composer and his or her intentions in 
writing, and investigation into the social and political background of each work.  The 
following study will aid this practice for musicians, most specifically pianists, through 
research of Franz Liszt and two sets of his etudes.  
The term “transcendental” is a word with many meanings applied to different 
contexts.  Therefore, it is unclear of Liszt’s reasons for using the term to name not just 
one, but two sets of his etudes for solo piano.  The first, Etudes d’execution 
transcendante, or the Transcendental Etudes, was named in 1851 and is the third and 
final draft of a set of etudes originally named Etude en douze exercises written in 1826.  
The second of the two sets is the first draft of Grandes etudes de Paganini, titled Etudes 
d’execution transcendante d’apres Paganini, written in 1838. Though no explicit 
research has been completed on this particular subject, sources offer different theories for 
the term’s use.  While the New Liszt Edition, a scholarly edition of the complete works of 
Liszt, offers that they are so named because of the increasing difficulty of each etude, 
other Liszt scholars such as Paul Merrick, Jim Samson, and Alan Walker disagree and 
suggest virtuosity, spirituality, and varying key areas.  
This study has investigated these theories individually and collectively through 
scholarly research, score study, and analysis of recording artists’ interpretations.  
Through these three avenues of examination, this study can utilize both the information 
from individual study of the musical pieces and expert research by music historians.  
Liszt’s first drafts and revisions of the Transedental Etudes and Grandes Etudes 
de Paganini were heavily guided by and dedicated to his major musical influences, 
including former piano teacher Carl Czerny, renowned pianist and contemporary Clara 
Schumann, and virtuosic violinist Nicolò Paganini.  Liszt was also heavily influenced by 
his devotion to Roman Catholicism, becoming a priest late in life.  With these 
inspirations in mind, especially Czerny’s philosophy of technical mastery and Paganini’s 
renown for technical and musical excellence, this study finds virtuosity is the very likely 
inspiration for use of the word “transcendental.”  Additionally, in exploring the intricate 
connection between virtuosity and transcendence, it seems virtuosic music in its essence 
attempts to transcend the boundaries of the human world.  The search for the 
transcendental involves searching beyond human cognition, including the unearthly and 
spiritual. Therefore, this study also discusses the connection between Liszt’s religious 
devotion and his inclination to create compositions with virtuosic qualities.   
Through this research, pianists who choose to play these challenging works will 
be more informed about the overall meaning and mood of these etudes, and thusly 
understand to a greater extent the stylistic and idiomatic tendencies in which these works 
must be performed. Additionally, these results not only put to rest the differing opinions 
of scholarly research and sources, but also spark even greater questions about the musical 
trends of the 19th century and their connection to society’s longing for a relationship with 
a higher power or the spiritual.  Indeed, even more research must be completed to aid 
performance practice and historical knowledge of Liszt and this unique stylistic period. 
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